CHAPTER II THE EARLY LIFE  OF JOHN AND  SEBASTIAN  CABOT
CABOT, the discoverer of North America, enters history from I the void on March 29, 1476. On that day he was granted the J/ privilege of Venetian citizenship, having previously been an alien resident in the republic.1 Thenceforward for another twenty years, until March 5, 1496, when he received his letters patent from Henry VII, mere hazy glimpses of him are obtainable, without a single date that can be definitely fixed; and the same is true of his son Sebastian. This early period may be called the pre-history of the Cabots and is the subject of the present chapter. Although necessarily lacking in definition, it will be found to comprise some topics important in their later story.
The grant of naturalization conferred all the rights and privileges of a native-born Venetian except that of overseas trade, which could be obtained by fulfilling a further formality within a year of the original grant. The chief condition of naturalization was that the applicant should furnish proof of continuous residence in Venice for at least fifteen years. Whether this proof was substantial or a mere legal fiction we have no means of telling, but on the face of it the document gives evidence that Cabot had settled in Venice not later than 1461. How old he was at the time of his immigration must also rest unknown. He was presumably of legal age when the naturalization was granted, and was therefore born 'not later than 1455, and possibly earlier.
From this transaction a question at once arises. What was John Cabot's nationality before he became a Venetian? His name gives little help to the answer. In the document of 1476 it is given as Caboto, a possible Italian surname. But under various forms the name is cosmopolitan. There was a noble family of Chabot in France in the sixteenth century. In the reign of Henry VI there was a Richard Cavot at Bristol,2 in command of a ship of that port. In the i47o's there was a Spaniard or Basque named Sabot trading also into Bristol from Fontarabia.3 In England the name of the historical Cabots was capable of many renderings: Cabot, Calbpt, Caboot, Cabota, Kabotto, Shabot, Tabot, Gabote do not exhaust the list. No clue to original nationality is obtainable from this protean word. Before leaving the matter of the name we may digress for a moment
1  No. 8, Cabot's naturalization.
2  Customs ledger, year unknown, E. 122, 161/31, June 13.
3  E. 122, 19/8, Apr. 17, and subsequent entries in 19/10, 19/10 A and 19/11.